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Abstract	
Moderation, or social moderation involves teachers meeting together to discuss and 
negotiate judgments made on student work. It is discussed in a holistic sense of 
encompassing all stages of the teaching/learning process. In systems that employ 
standards-referenced curriculum and assessment, social moderation and/or online 
moderation are processes adopted to ensure consistency and reliability of assessment 
grades. Moderation is a social practice in which teachers present and critique 
judgment decisions based on critical evidence in the sample or portfolio of work. 
Teachers willingly open their practice to scrutiny from colleagues and respond to 
feedback on judgment decisions. Moderation is discussed and analyzed in terms of the 
various ways it may be organized and the key processes involved. Challenges to 
moderation include the subjectivity of judgment making; the lack of engagement with 
the standard; the interplay of identity and differential power relations in judgment 
making and critique of judgments; and the difficulty of achieving consistency across 
an entire education system. Moderation represents a form of professional learning 
when teachers critically reflect on their understanding of the standard and develop 
goals to improve their future instruction and assessment practices. 	
	
Introduction 	
In this chapter moderation is conceptualized as a social and holistic practice. 
Moderation is discussed, in particular, with reference to systems of standards-
referenced curriculum. In this context, the connection between assessment, curriculum 
and standards needs to be understood for moderation to be effective. Significantly, the 
purposes, roles, processes and practices of moderation are presented as beneficial to 
professional learning and necessary as a mechanism of quality control, however 
moderation viewed as a social practice presents important challenges which are also 
analyzed and addressed here.	
	
Definition	
Moderation involves teachers in discussion and debate about their interpretations of 
the quality of student work situated within a particular context. These processes 
require teachers to articulate their interpretations of the assessment criteria and 
standards in terms of a grade, or a particular standard assigned to student work, or a 
portfolio of evidence. Consensus or social moderation as opposed to statistical 
moderation is the focus in this chapter which is presented from an interpretivist 
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perspective.  Moderation and assessment viewed as social practice understands that 
judgments are mediated by one’s cultural context, beliefs and values.	
	
Linn (1993: 97) defined social moderation in terms of “consensus moderation, 
auditing and verification” which he claimed relied “primarily on judgment.” He went 
on to describe this type of moderation as “performances on distinct tasks … rated 
using a common framework and interpreted in terms of a common standard.” The 
descriptor of ‘social’ before ‘moderation’ distinguishes between moderation used for 
quality control through purposeful discussion, from the statistical understanding of 
moderation through scaling tests. The enactment of  “social moderation” aligned with 
Linn’s definition involves teachers from different schools, institutions or classes 
meeting to discuss and negotiate the judgments that have been made on samples of 
student work that have been assessed using teacher judgment. It is through discussion 
and debate that teachers negotiate a shared understanding of the qualities of the work 
in terms of the standards (Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2014). Or as defined by 
Maxwell (2002:1) social moderation is “a process for developing consistency or 
comparability of assessment judgments across different assessors, programs and 
schools.” Maxwell’s definition directs discussion to the purposes of moderation rather 
than the practice. Maxwell uses the term ‘social moderation’ in a more refined way in 
terms of ‘peer moderation’ in contrast to ‘panel moderation’. Both involved 
discussion amongst teachers with the latter being a bureaucratic expectation, and the 
former focused on teacher learning and the development of shared understanding. 
This shift from a more technical and individual view of moderation has occurred as 
our understandings of learning have become more focused on the social. While a 
purpose of moderation is to ensure consistency of judgment decisions as an end-of-
semester practice, moderation is also understood as an important part of teacher 
professional learning that informs future teaching practice. Current views on 
moderation perceive it holistically as a practice that commences at the beginning of a 
teaching period during the planning phase. At this stage, teachers need to develop 
deep and consistent understandings of the qualities in student work that would provide 
evidence at different levels of performance. This understanding informs teaching 
practice where standards are shared with students and are used formatively when 
feedback to the student can be directed at the standard achieved with further feedback 
provided about how the student might progress to the next level. Moderation, as an 
end of semester activity upon which understanding of the standards have been 
developed throughout the semester, is a refined and focused discussion involving 
complex judgment decisions. 
	
Purposes	
In education systems which include teacher-based assessment and teacher 
professional judgment, moderation is a form of quality assurance, increasing the 
dependability and comparability of the assessment results. From the various 
definitions and contexts in which moderation is used it is possible to organize the 
purposes into two major categories (Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2014). The first of 
these categories relates to the aim of achieving consistency in the interpretation of the 
standards and related qualities in the assessment of student work together with the 
comparability of the judgments made. Comparability refers to the judgments in terms 
of their consistency, with one another, and with the performance or achievement 
standards. Assessment against common criteria and standards as provided by a subject 
syllabus or other frame of reference requires assessors to be consistent in the 
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application of the standards and comparable in the judgments that they make 
(Maxwell, 2007:2).	
	
The second category of purposes involves the function of achieving quality control to 
improve assessors’ assessment and pedagogy for improved learning. Quality 
assurance is a related function of moderation and refers to the methods for 
establishing confidence in the quality of moderation procedures and outcomes. 
Together these purposes ensure public confidence in the quality, equity and fairness 
of an assessment regime. The purpose of moderation is to ensure that assessments 
align with established criteria and standards; are equitable, fair and valid; and that 
judgments are consistent, reliable, and based on evidence within the task response or 
assessed work. To achieve these purposes teachers are involved in developing a 
shared understanding of assessment requirements, standards, and the evidence that 
demonstrates different qualities of performance. This process of moderation involves 
discussion of assessment tasks, evidence of learning, criteria, standards and judgment 
decisions to ensure the validity and reliability of assessments, and to improve the 
quality of the teaching and learning experience. It is from engagement and regular 
participation in moderation discussions at different stages of a teaching period that has 
led some to conceive of moderation as important professional learning that can help to 
improve teaching practices to enhance student learning. 	
	
Moderation processes and practices	
Moderation processes provide the basic structure for the enactment or practice of 
moderation in situated contexts. Education systems that are based on standards-
referenced curriculum and assessment often view moderation as a holistic process that 
commences with the planning phase, and continues in differing degrees and ways 
through the teaching and assessing phases until the final moderation meeting. This is a 
cyclic process where one phase informs the next with the outcome of the moderation 
meeting informing the next planning phase. 	
	
A shared and deep understanding of the standard is necessary before teaching 
commences as this focuses the teaching and learning activities and the design of the 
assessment task. This can be accomplished by teaching team members negotiating 
evidence of the standard through moderating previous or prepared work samples, or 
through the process of collaborative annotating of a work sample (Adie and Willis, 
2014). A clear understanding of the standard ensures that the curriculum, teaching and 
learning activities, and the assessment are aligned. The assessment task needs to 
provide opportunities for evidence of the standard at multiple levels of performance 
(for example, at, above and below standard descriptors), and the criteria sheet must be 
designed to capture critical features of performance at each level. If critical features of 
the curriculum and achievement standard are not captured in the assessment task or 
criteria sheet, then the final moderation practice is jeopardized. Questions asked 
during this planning phase will lead teachers to consider the qualities that they are 
valuing within the curriculum and as represented in an assessment task, and the 
teaching and learning activities that can explicitly develop these skills and 
understandings for their students. During teaching, the teacher can then support their 
students to come to understand the standard that they are working towards, and to self 
assess their progress. Judging assessed work is based on the common understanding 
of the qualities that denote the standard developed through discussion from the 
commencement of the planning phase.   
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Making judgments and moderating student work come together in a variety of ways 
that have been described as conference, calibration and expert moderation. A number 
of other descriptors for these procedures exist (for example, consensus moderation, 
consistency of teacher judgment), as well as variations in performing and combining 
each basic procedure (for example, a form of calibration that concludes with an 
external expert checking and endorsing the awarded grades). Within each procedure, 
judgments are based on an agreed achievement standard. In conference moderation 
teachers mark all of their assigned assessments and then select a sample to represent 
each of the graded levels, whether these be at, above and below standard, numeric or 
alphabetic grades. These samples are taken to the moderation meeting. If the 
consensus in the moderation meeting is that the evidence in an assessment task does 
not align with the standards and thus the grade awarded, a teacher may need to remark 
their assessments. Calibration moderation involves teachers marking a small number 
of common tasks prior to marking their class set. The standard is negotiated over this 
common set of graded work samples. At the conclusion of this moderation process, it 
is assumed that the teachers have a common understanding of the standard which they 
will then draw from when marking their own class set. Expert moderation describes 
those situations where one person, the expert, reviews the marked assessments, 
normally through a sampling process, and agrees, or not, with the judgments. 	
	
For moderation to be an efficient and effective practice, it is necessary that there are 
clear guidelines on how to prepare for the meeting, including collecting and deciding 
on samples. Some moderation may involve work samples that are representative of 
the awarded grade, while other meetings may focus on borderline cases or atypical 
cases, dependent on the procedure that is being followed. 	
	
Expectations and protocols of moderation meetings 
Moderation meetings are based on protocols for conduct. These may include 
expectations such as: 	
● Participants in the moderation meeting need to come prepared to the meeting. 
In some cases this may involve having student work samples marked and 
annotated to illustrate justifications for the grade; in other cases, the 
moderation meeting will involve working with clean samples that do not have 
any annotations or grades.  
● Teachers need to be willing and open to share the rationale for their 
judgments, as this links to the designated standard 
● Participants remain open and respectful to others’ perspectives and need to be 
cognizant of the tacit beliefs that can interfere with the judgment phase.   
● Only the evidence of student learning contained within the work sample can 
be considered in judgment decisions, that is, knowledge that teachers have of 
student circumstances or previous work outside of the evidence in the student 
work sample does not bear on the judgment decision.  
● When teachers present work from their class within the moderation meeting, 
the following sequence allows for clarity, critique and the development of 
shared understanding of the standard: 	
o Accounting of - in which the assessment context is described by the 
presenting teacher. 
o Accounting for - in which an explanation and justification of the 
judgments are provided by the presenting teacher. 
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o Critique of evidence - in which other teachers participating in the 
moderation meeting question to seek clarification of judgment 
decisions, and propose alternate views based on the evidence in the 
student work sample and the standards descriptors. 
o Response to critique - in which the presenting teacher responds to 
questions regarding their judgment decisions, and considers alternative 
perspectives in terms of the standards descriptor. 
o Co-construction of a shared understanding of the standard - the process 
of negotiation, deliberation and discussion continues until agreement 
on the standard is reached.  
● Teacher reasoning for the awarded grade is recorded based on the critical 
evidence that is indicative of the standard. Key questions include: 
o What is the evidence in the assessment task that demonstrates a 
standard? 
o Why this standard? 
o Why not the standard above, or below? 
o Is there sufficient evidence to justify a judgment being made? 
	
Often a facilitator is appointed to the moderation meeting to progress the meeting in a 
timely manner, to ensure that all perspectives are heard, and at times, to make final 
judgment calls in cases where agreement cannot be reached.  
 
Of importance for the moderation meeting is that the critical evidence is matched 
against a standard descriptor. Dialogue in the form of purposeful conversations that 
critique and interrogate the qualities in student work that denote a standard is the 
essential component of the moderation meeting. It is anticipated that as a result of 
such discussions that teachers gain a deeper insight into the standards and the qualities 
that denote the standards, as well as knowledge of quality assessment tasks and 
criteria sheets. This knowledge will inform the next iteration of planning and teacher 
pedagogic practice. Moderation, in the form presented here, is viewed as a 
professional learning activity.	
	
Challenges of moderation	
Moderation and judgment making is a subjective process which can result in a 
number of challenges to reaching consensus among participants. Sociocultural 
theories of learning highlight the multiple influences on the reading of any text. Prior 
knowledge and understanding, cultural and social background, attitudes and beliefs, 
school culture, work colleagues, and experience are some of the factors that combine 
to impact on judgment making. 	
	
A number of interpretative processes are involved when teachers interact with one 
another in the social practice of moderation to ‘deprivatize’ their judgment practices.  
These interpretive processes include “noticing, interpreting, and constructing 
implications for action” (Coburn and Turner, 2011: 177) which are affected by a 
teacher’s beliefs, knowledge, and motivation and by how interaction takes place in the 
moderation meetings. Too often in the assessment of student work teachers search for, 
or notice, qualities in the student work that support their beliefs, assumptions and 
experiences which can result in overlooking aspects of the student work that might 
contradict their judgment. This is why in a moderation meeting explication by a 
teacher of his or her understanding of how the standard is met is required. 	
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Teachers’ perceptions of themselves as an assessor, and the interplay of power in 
judgment making and critique of judgments, can impact on participation in the 
moderation meeting and the co-construction of meaning. Teachers’ identity as an 
experienced or graduate teacher, or as a particular type of assessor, for example, as a 
hard or easy marker of student work, should not be used to justify awarding a grade. 
An experienced teacher may bring more subject, pedagogic or student knowledge to 
the moderation discussion, however this should not influence the matching of 
evidence against the standards descriptors. Identity and the differential power of 
participants should not influence the process of negotiation or impact on judgment 
decisions.  
 
Teachers’ perceptions of the purpose of moderation can also influence their 
interactions in the moderation meeting. Moderation can be viewed as a mechanism to 
ensure equity, to justify judgment decisions, to meet systemic accountability, or as 
professional learning that informs pedagogic practice. One challenge arises as 
teachers with different purposes for attending a moderation meeting are brought 
together in the same meeting. This can lead to differences in the interrogation of the 
standards, and time spent on discussion regarding the implications for practice, and on 
reaching a decision. The process of negotiation amongst all participants within the 
moderation meeting, and the established protocols and procedures for the moderation 
practice can act to guard against the potential errors and bias that may be evident in 
individual teachers’ judgments, and that may be influenced by the challenges of 
identity, the perception of differential power relations, and the perceived purpose of 
the meeting. 	
	
Within systems of standards-referenced curriculum and assessment, it is important 
that all stakeholders share a consistent understanding of the standard. However, 
achieving consistency beyond the local context of the school or district is difficult to 
achieve. While consistency in judgments may be enhanced through annotated work 
samples or exemplars, text alone is insufficient to establish shared meaning. This is a 
challenge for quality control within particularly large and diverse education systems. 
Synchronous online social moderation is a possible solution to engage teachers across 
districts (Adie, 2013). Online moderation, that occurs in real time as a dialogic 
practice, can connect dispersed communities to share their judgment decisions and 
develop common understandings of a standard. The value in online moderation is in 
developing an understanding of a construct and the various ways that standards may 
be demonstrated, across diverse contexts where teachers might not always meet and 
talk with each other. This is linked to equity issues in terms of supporting teachers in 
rural locations who often lack colleagues in their year level and discipline to develop 
shared understandings of the standards. The challenge for education systems is to 
develop the technological conditions and practices that will enable teachers to view, 
annotate and discuss work samples in efficient and effective ways with others 
regardless of location. 	
	
Conclusion 	
This chapter has presented a sociocultural view of moderation in which moderation is 
understood as a social and dialogic practice that is influenced by and influences 
context, participants and participation. While moderation may be performed in a 
variety of ways, its purpose within systems of standards-referenced curriculum and 
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assessment is to achieve consistency in interpretation of the standards and as a form of 
quality control that aims to ensure equity and fairness on judgment decisions. 
Moderation is most effective when teachers are involved in deep engagement and 
negotiation of the standards. This occurs when moderation is viewed as a holistic and 
cyclic practice that progresses through each phase of planning, teaching and 
assessing. As a social practice, moderation involves challenges that include the 
interplay of identity and judgment-making, and the difficulty in achieving consistency 
across diverse areas and large and dispersed populations. Synchronous online 
moderation has been presented as one future option to progress moderation as a social 
practice involving critique, negotiation and the development of a deep appreciation of 
standards as descriptors of quality.	
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